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FOETIC WRITINLG AND THINKING®

’

£5 teachers we would prosably all agree that we want cur
students to learn now to think. Typically this means that we

want them to master the process of abstracting, in systematic,

step-byr-step fashion, from certain 'concretely describeé facts’

H\

toward a generalization that seems justified bofh by the facts

(2]

the logic cI the steps. Susanne Langer calls this pro-
geéreralizing absiraction.' The thirking involved in this

prccess she calls

Liscursive £hinkino, once started, runs on in
1Ts5 own loose‘y Sy ;loaistic pattern Irom cne
propositlicon to ,hotner, actually cr only poten-
tizlly worded, but with prepared forms cf con-
ception aliways at hand. Where it seizes on any
material - sensations, memories, fantasies,
reflections - it puts its seal of fixity, cate-
gorical divisions, oppositions, e=xclusions, on
every energing idea, and automaticaily makes
2ntities cut of any elemor IS that will take the
stamp of denotative words. o

This process that Langer goscrlb s 1s what most teachers

ever have 'in mind' as the referent for the word 'thinking.

however, the werd logic (or logical) so often sub-
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efinition like Langer's that it

0
0
4,
0]
at
| W]
3
Q
'1
(]
[
B
e
9]
o]
o
N
Q

stitut
bacomes ilnextricaily bound to the word thinking, as if they were

cart of the sare nou the sar> rhenomenon, and not separate words
wicn Separate relerents.  Thus ciar language itself becomes part of

a conditlionint vrocess. I£ we cun only think of thinking as

[
O
r

logical, then w2 cannot conceive of other possible kKinds

|

thinring which would erploy cornher adjectives that have other

*An earlier and briefer version of this paper appeared in a publi-
cation of the 'Writing Across the Curricueium' Project, Writing in
Humanities (London:  Sciools/Council/University of London, Institute

2

of Educati~n, 1975).
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ucation play & similar game with
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Many of my collieagues in e
the word research, especially those who fancy themselves as
'scientists.' They use the word rigorous only in conjunction
with experimen:tal research. Because we tend to accept rigor as a

oodi' research, we are lec¢ by impli-

\a

necessary characteristic of
caticn to thinx of experimental research as the only true or good

research. This attitude 1is passed on to students
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and here, as with the fusion of logic(al) ané thinking, we have

anotner generation of victims of that disease of academia

[ ]

that Mever nLbrams called ‘hardening of the categories.

Susanne Langer notes also that

the sort of abstraction . . . which artists mean
when they use the word approvingly is of a
different sort, and its procedures have never
vet received any systematic study. Pointing

out that they are not based on generalization
and are not carried or. by discursive tnought
teils us only what they are not, but provides

no notion of what they are.?

The processes by which artists reach abstractions, she says,
are not logical. 1In fact, logic - aiscursive thinking - is "not
only foreign to art, but inimical as well.”" As a "counterpart"
to the generalizing abstractions reached through logical prccesses
she suggests the term presentational abstraction. By i&plication,
then, there 1s also something called presentational thinking which

1s distinct frcm discursive thinking.

Hh

Of presentational abstraction she says the following:

Presentational akstraction is harder to achieve

than the gencralizing form famillar to scientists
and recognized by epistemolouists. It has no

3



tecnnical Zormula which carries the entire pat-
tern from one level of abstractness to another,
as progressive generalizations of propositions
does when it is exercised simultaneously cn all
tne terms or all the constituent relations of a
- given order in a syvstem. It has, in fact, no
series of successive levels of abstractness to
be reached by all elements in the complex of a
symbolic projection at the same time. For pur-—
poses of logical analysis, art 1is unsystematic.
It involves an interplav of formulative,.ab-
stractive and projective acts wvased on a dis-
concerting variety of principles.
Drawing on Langer's categories of generalizing and presenta-

tional abstraction, and on Sapir's notion of expressive language,
James Britton has formulated a theory of language functions. His
three principal functions are the expressive (from Sapir), the
transactional (from Langer's generalizing abstraction), and the
poetic (from Langer's presentational abstraction).

The expressive function encompasses much, if not most, of our
spoxen language and some of our written language. Expressive
speech, "being more or less intimate, unrehearsed," is language
"close to the speaker." It tends to follow and to project the
immediate contours of the speaker's consciousness. What is on his
mind is ®freely verbalized," and "as he presents his view of

. . _ W4 .
things . . . so he also presents himself. Thus, expressive
speech provides the means by which pecople get to know each other;
it is the primary fabric of social intercourse.

In e¢xpressive writing

1t 1 tanken for granted that the writer himself is
of intcrest to the reader; nhe fcels free to jump
from facts to speculations to personal anecdote to
emotional outburst and none of it will be taken

down and used against him - it is all pagt of
being a person vis a vis another person.

4
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Besides this social function, expressive language carries
| & .

a second, egually import, heuristic function. In expressivs
language we "are likely to rehearse thes growing points of ocur
formulation . and analysis of experience." Because we can count
on a symgathetic and attentive listener or readér, we feel free
to begin tentative explorations of the new, our thoughts half-
uttered, our attitudes half-expressed, the rest being left to be
picked up by a listener or reader who is willing to take the un-
expressed on trust.”

As we develop, and as the demands made on us by our various
aucdiences become more stringent and more particular, Britton
theorizes that our language - especially our written language -
tends to move out from the expressive in two directions. On the
one wing it moves toward the transacticnal and on the other, toward
the poetic.

Trénsactional €—mmmm———— EXpressive —-—-=-—--—- - Poetic

Transactional language is the language we use to get things
done in the world. Transactional utterances, spoken or written,
are immediate means to ends outside themselves, and, as such, the
form a transactional utterance takes,

the way 1t is organized, is dictated primarily

by the desire t¢ achieve that end efficiently

. - . Attention to the forms of the language

is incidental to understanding, and will often

be minimal.
Because of this instrumental oricntation, transactional language
is "the typical language of science, of intellectual inquiry, of
technology, of trade, of planning, reporting, instructing, inform-

lod

9
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ing, advising, persuading, arguing, arnd theorizing - and, of course,
the language most used in school writing.™

When we speak or write transactionally, our audiénce takes it
for granted that we mean what we say and ."at what we say can be
"challenged for its truthfulness to public xnowledge," for the

ower of its generalizing abstraction. Logic, evidence, previous

p
authority - the nature of the discursive thinking and not the person
who is speaking - are the criteria by which transactional speech or -

writing are judged, and the listener or rcader is "at liberty to
contextualize what he find relewvant" or believable, accepting parts
of the whole and rejecting others.

Language moving from the expressive to the poetic has Jjust the
opposite function. A poetic utterance, spoken or written, is an
"immediate end in itself . . . i.e. a verbal artifact, a construct."”
The way the parts are arrangéd and the way the forms of language
are handled - the internal organization of the utterance - form
"an inseparable part of the meaning of the piece.”

Because form and language are integral to meaning (or import),
the audience is not free to contextualize a poetic utterance 1in
piecemeal fashion, accepting some parts and rejecting others. The
piece, rather, calls for what Britton calls "global contextuali-

zation: taking in the piece as a whole "virtually" as the writer ///

o

(or speaker) created it or not, having an experience of the piece

or not. In fact,

it is taken for granted that true or false 1s not
a relevant question at the literal level. What :is
presented may or may not in fact be a representation
of actual reality but the writer takes it for granted
that his reader will experience what is presented

6
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rather in the way he experiences his memories, and
not use it as a guide book or map in his dealings
with the world - that is to say, the language is

niot being used instrumgntally as a means of achieving
something else . . L ’

It 1s this, i.e. written language in the poetic function,
: o.th ,
that I am referring to,the term poetic writing, and not a parti-

cular form of genre or category.

The results of the five-year study, The Developmnnt of Writing

Abilities 11-18, indicate that as students move up in the secondary
11

school they do more transactional writing and less poetic writing.
In the sample of 2000 pieces of writing, taken from 65 secondary
schools, 54% of the writing done by first year students was trans-
actionai and 17% poetic (stories, poems, plays). By the seventh
year 384% of the writing was transactional and 7% poetic.12 Although

it is risky to generalize these findings to other British or

cr

American secondary schools, it does secem reasonable to say that,
with the exception of‘Religious Education in British schools,
English is the only subject in which poetic writing is widely
accepted as a legitimate and impcrtant activity. Few teachers
of social studies, for example, would argue that writing stories
and poems 1is central to learning social studies or being a social
scientist, and the same I think is true for other "content" sub-
jects.

In fact, if one were to confront most teachers of history or
social studies or science with the argument that poetic writing is
essential for learning or practising their subject, they would

probably think he was crazy. Most teachers of these subjects

7



simply wouldn't think about it at all. Those who might want to
would have great difficulty, not because they are closed-minded
or stupid, but because the implicit view of their subject which
they have internalized from their training excludes all con-
siderations to this effect. There would be no 'compatible
connections’ (Bruner's phrase) between such ideas aboug poetic
writing and their ideas about how their subject is taught and
learned.

The case for English (and R.E.) is really not as different
as it seems. Although teachers of these subjects often value
poetic writing (i.e. 'creative' writing), the justification given
for doing it is usually phrased in terms of the benefits to
individual self-expression or the appreciation of the beauty and
power of language. Like most other teachers, they seldom sec

poetic writing as central either to thinking about their subject

or to the development of thought in general.

Despite the wide acceptance of this rationalistic bias, I
am convinced that poetic writing involves thinking processes -
mental operations - which are at least partially, and perhaps
even totally, different from the thinking processes involved in
transactional writing. I am also convinced that these thinking
processes are not relevant solely to English or the arts or the
humanities, but are useful in learning across the entire range of
organized knowledge - including the typical subjects in the school

curriculum. Poetic writing, like transactional writing, can make

8
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a unique contribution to the overall mental development of in-
dividuals, as well as to their thinking about math or biology
or history or whatever. Together poetic and transacticnal
writing can provide individuals with a powerful range of life-
long 'tools' for learning.

Even if we accept the long-standing noticp that poetry in-
volves intiution, feelings, imagination while discursive writing
involves facts, analysis, logic, we still must confront the
possibilities for learning attached to the operation of intuition
and 1magination in a1l aspects of education and life. It 1is an
accident 6f fairly recent Western culture that analysis is valued
over intuition and not, I think, something inherent in the nature
of thinking itself. Even such a seemingly entrenched rational
psychologist as Jerome Bruner is now arguing vigorously for
attention 1n schools to the development of intuition as a primary
tool of thought.

. . . the aim of'a balanced schooling 1is to enable

"the child to proceed intuitively when necessary
and to analyze when appropriate.

Bruner believes that intuition, or 'intuitionai thinking'
as he calls it, provides both the most powerful means of 'problem-
finding' and of beginning the process of 'problem-siving.' 1In
his terms we are more likely to sense a problem, have a hunch
about how to get started solving it, and guess at shortcuts to
the final solution intuitively than we are analytically. Analysis
comes in when we gather more data to check what we have done,
correct errors, and develop a coherent proof or theory to present

the solution convincingly and economically. Thus intuition can be

9
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'‘backstopped and disciplined by more rigorous technigues 6f
problem-solving,' i.e., analysis.

My concern here 1s with what I take to be the unique fea-
tures of poetic thinking, and what follows is a list of hypoth-
eses about the nature and uses of poetic thinking. Admittedly
they are crude and overlapping. Nonetheless, .I hope they may
be useful to rgsearqhers and teachers alike in shaping experi-~
ments and descriptive investigations. -

1. The central activity in poetic writing, and therefore

in poetic thinking, is metaphor-making: seeing and saying
(and 'showing') those 'compatible connections' which we
pefceive to exist between various aspects of our experience.
These metaphors are not ‘'‘merely decorative' in any sense.
Rather, they provide the basic intellectual process by
which man represents his experiences of the world, whether
in images or in words, and recognizes the representations

" made by . . . other people.'14

2. Poetic writing necessitates the combined functioning

of certain mental operations which tend to be separated
in transactional writing. Operations like classifying,
generalizing, speculating, theorizing tend to happen
serially, linearly in transactional writing. The com-
binatory nature of metaphor forces a simultaneity of
these functions.

3. Poetic writing tends to force words close to things

(see Emerson) by demanding the creation of a 'real' context

10
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for its-events - a three-dimensionality = which the
linearity and thrust toward logical abstraction of
transactional writing casts off.

4. New information is made functional in poetic writing,
put to use iﬁ making a construct for a purpose, and this
functionalism is missing from much of scﬁqgl-sponsored
transactional writing.

5. Poetic writing offers emphathic possibilities to the
writer - living other roles, putting oneself in other
peoples' shoes - and so extends the scope of the writer's
sensibility and his grasp of humén and natural history in
ways that transactional writing does not.

6. Poetic writing encourages the interplay of first and
.second~hand experience in the construction of its artifacts.
(Transactional writing tends to force those modes of experi-
ence apart, which creates the problem of which one pupils
snould use first and how they should be ftaught' to move
from one to the other).

7. Poetic writing necessitates a transaction between the
writer and his material which much of the extrinsically
motivated 'report' writing in school subjects does not.

8. Because of its centering in feeling and valuing, and
thus its inherent personal-ness as a mode of communication,
poetic writing forces the wriier to have a real concern
with his audience. (It also permits the self to be an

important audience).

11



-l 1-

9. Poetic writing engenders a more intense engagement
with language and with the forms language takes. Thus
moments occur in which the writer's unconscious is fused
with his consciousness in a process which seems to take
the art of writing out of his ‘control.’ (i.e. the muse
or demon takes over.) .
What "follows here is a piece of writing by a l6-yeér old
girl which I have commented on briefly in the light of some of
my hypotheses. I only want to suggest how this might be done

with a much larger sample of poetic writing drawn from subjects

across the curriculum.

JO MY FIRST DAY IN THE WORKHOUSE.

So this was to be my new home. I looked at the hugh
building in front of me. I once saw some army Barracks, and
this new home of mine reminded me of them. All around me were
big walls, and the gates were guarded. Why? Surely I wasn't
going to be locked in? A feeling of nausea gripped at my
stomach. Oh God, what have I done to have to live here? I
knew the answer though. The reason I had been sent to this
workhouse, was because I'm poor. Surely that isn't a crime?

'You boy, come here,' the bellowing voice shattered my
thoughts,and I hurried over.

“Come with me, come on, I haven't got all day" he

shouted.

12
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Where .arv wo going? Lo was this man? Ok, help me

SO One.
"jore!” he polnted to a wooden door.

I turnied the handle nervously. I peered 1nside and looked

¥

awav anuee digte b, The saght nade e feel sick. 214 wemen and

chilaron wore ~raroed together in this S1lthy room. It was
-

freezing cold and they woeoo> all huddled tezoather, trying to

Xeet wWarn, Yoy Sed, surely I'm o onos te lave here, with o all these

v . M 3 N
[ P . - e b 1 e e ] - e s
= a T S LT, SN AN whio had cricwnd re the way 1in,

thraat a dran pair of trousers anl a shirt 15 oy hands. I had to

:
beanid Solothien over o nim

feaant, Led, ” ~l. Lveryone roved gquioxkly, hurrving
FaLt thisotan,

Ceokrrrtery whore alao oot oas bpro o hal to sleep was tilthy,
gy the wtheer resoee, Yhe Lends were 50 close tonether, thero was
0 room Lo owaank garcand, or even chante.  Mice scdrriced around

theo room as wo all tried *o g0 to slec~p i the had wooden boards.

Srlay by hadn't eaten that lay, anl T was freczing. I odidn'e
sleep that nihe., The steneon, hunager, cold o and leoneliness malde
e Tey onast ool the nighe,

At anc it & 3.m. the =mext ~orning the man, whn I later learned
waid th wardd o Toaator wokes Mo,

i : o wan 5 o1 L, Tt rht S feot w3l oaut to
drop off. ke a0t cressod o an 2ur unilorm, and went to oa hudgde room
caried the Dininy Foom. «“c viach hal o a btowl of Truel and a srall
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plecy of bread.  Nothing eolse.

"rovel” Lellowed out the man. We quickly ran out ot the
oo,

The next thing ways school. I looked torward to this, as
I'd always loved school when 1 lived at home.  We marched down
the road and anto the scheool gates., I soon reallserd things
would bLe different. I'd forgotten how we'd used to iynore
'those workhouse kids. ' Feorgntten how we'd laughed at them.
Forgotten how wo'd teased and jeeored them. Byt 7 soon remombered.,
Gh oyes!  Now 1t was my tarn.  The taants of =y old friends was

indly down the

>

more than I coald Lear. I ran oat ot school, L
road. 1 had to ger cut. Thev'd never take me back. I'd die

(3 a o g g M

1f they locked reo1n that anain.

I sat oryin. 1n this "punishmont roos. I sthould have known
Lcoulin't escape. T ha! to spend cne whole day loecked in the
'punishoent rocT ', without food or water.  There was no furniture
inothis toos, altnoush there wan a tiny barred window I owatoheld
the ron at voerk out of this.  They bhad to Jdo hard -onotonous jobs,
such as stone broakini, for road rakking, or picking ola rope to
make caeun for caulking the flanks of ships.,

At the endl of the Jday, I was lot ocut of this 'cell®' anl went

te ~w foedst I o talkeld te sorc 0f my o work mates.  Thoey told me
anaat the workhouse., In one corner o Loy cwudhoed continucasly.
Coomate s ol ey bt e 1 the nrooht. Sure emmucsh, the noxt
Tarnin g e owas o deald, I was dy, but everyone tocw this as a
ratural coccurence., I awoxe 17 the rornan, efteor prayinae aill
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night, it was a nigttmare, to the same neqglected, dingy room,

to face another day, which would set the pattern of my life,

for the next 10 years.

The airl's descripticen of this day 1s highly detorled.

The workiow.oo 15 g 'huge’ bullding with 'hiagh walls, !

some Arry Darracks' she had see

A belluw.nt volce shattered her

nervousiy.' 7

around tho room.’

like
°n, and the ‘agates' are ‘'guarded.’

thoughts. She 'turned the handle

The ‘dormitery' was 'filthy' and 'mice scurried

This careful denicticn of the physical setting, the 'tone!

¥

of the placuy, and her feelings creates a 'real' context for Pre-

senting what she knows abcut workhouses that the logical demands

of transactional writing dJdo not

poermit. (7ee hypothesis 1). By

actually 'feeoling' herself present in this setting, and the

expericonca of 1t, she develnpes
1ts inhabitants (S5ee hypothesis

I'd forgotten hiow we use.

and ¢ommunicates an enpathy with
3).

1 to tcas . those

worrhouse kids.' Forgotten how we'd laughed

at them.
them,
itowas my turn.,

Forjotten how wo'd
Lut I soon roemavbered.
The taunts of my old friends

tecase and jeered
Oh yes! Now

was rore than I could bear.

she 18 interacting intensely with her material, but to

cume to torms with the 'experience

1]

for herself and to communi-

cate hor feelings - her senso of the Jegradation of people con-

s1Ined to such a place - to others (5ce hypotheses 5, 8, and 2).

BRecause of the intensitiy of her

4

feelings, she moves her second-

hand experiens» of workhruses aained {ron bocks cor lectures (Or

15



both) closcer to first-hand oxpericonce = making it more a

‘virtual' cxperience of workhouses than ©he has had beforo.

(See hypethesis §).

To sum up: She has put her information, her feelings, her
percepticen, bor memories to use in making a poetic construct -
something 'artlike' which has value and meaning for her and
perhaps for others. Thrs information has keen transformed into
knowledqge, perception into knowing, through her engagement in
these mental brocesses - this thinking - which is unique to the
poetic functlon in writing and the poetic rode of discourse.
Certaianly much of history or geography or classics or science
requires thes2 kinds of thanking for the fullest learning to
occur. All students need to engaye in this kind of thinking

in ail areas of their lives 1f the are to become full, creative,

syrmpdathet1s hurnan beings.

Rohert P. Parker, Jr.
Assoclate Professor
fitutgers University
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